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Abstract 
In this study, gender and grade differences in children’s alternative assertive, submissive, and aggressive solutions to 
interpersonal conflict situations were tested. The sample comprised 599 participants, between the ages of 9-15. Children’s Action 
Tendency Scale was administered to the participants. Results of two- way MANOVA indicated that females were more likely to 
produce assertive and submissive solutions while males tended to produce aggressive solutions. Moreover, there was a significant 
difference between 4th grade and 7th grade children in terms of their alternative solutions to conflict situations. The findings of the 
current study were discussed in line with the literature.  
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1. Introduction 
In the field of social problem solving, a problem is defined as a situation in which an individual does not give an 
effective response or in which even an effective response is not available to the individual (Perla & O’ Donnell, 
2004). Then, problem solving is the process in which the individual seeks for finding an effective response for the 
problem (D’ Zurilla & Goldfried, 1971; YÕlmaz, 2009). Research reports that children may differ in terms of their 
reactions to stressful life events (Dubow & Tisak, 1989). While some children are affected by those stressors that it 
results in adjustment problems, other children may not be affected by these stressors negatively. In this regard, the 
ability of children to develop alternative solutions to conflict situations will lead them to produce strategies to be 
able to deal with the life stressors (Dubow & Tisak, 1989). Problem solving is a “personal resource”, a cognitive 
process taking place within the child. As a result of using problem solving skills effectively, the child becomes more 
resilient to develop maladjustment (Dubow & Tisak, 1989).  
In the current study, problem solving abilities of children will be examined in terms of their assertive and 
unassertive responses in the context of interpersonal conflict situations. According to Deluty (1979), people may 
respond to problem/ conflict situations either assertively or unassertively. Unassertive responses are defined as 
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aggressive and submissive responses and they are not very effective. A prosocially assertive response was defined as 
a “non- hostile act that involves self- expression and self- enhancement without violating the rights and feelings of 
others” (Deluty, 1979, p.1061). On the other hand, an aggressive response was defined as a “hostile act that involves 
expressing one’s rights and feelings at the expense of others”. Last, “submissive response is a non- hostile, 
unassertive act that involves considering the feelings, power, or authority of others while denying (or not standing 
up for) one’s own rights and feelings” (Deluty, 1979, p.1062) 
In the literature, there is not a great array of research examining assertive and unassertive responses of children in 
problem situations, especially with regard to gender and grade differences. Deluty (1981) had speculated that 
females who use submissive solutions are actually aware of assertive solutions to any problems or conflicts however 
they may perceive these assertive solutions aggressive, unfeminine and thus undesirable. As a result they may not be 
producing assertive solutions when confronted with a conflict. On the other hand, this speculation was not supported 
by another study measuring the children’s evaluations of aggressive, assertive, and submissive responses (Deluty, 
1983) because the results of the study revealed that males had higher scores on aggressiveness subscale than females 
and females had higher scores on assertiveness and submissiveness subscales than males.  
To the best knowledge of the researcher, there is not sufficient number of studies in the literature examining the 
gender and grade differences in the alternative responses children give to conflict situations. Therefore, the aim of 
the current study is to investigate the gender and grade differences in assertive and unassertive solutions provided by 
children in the context of interpersonal conflict situations.  
 
2. Method 
 
2.1. Participants and Procedure 
 
The sample of the study comprised 299 females (49.9%) and 300 males (50.1%) with a total of 599 participants. 
Participants were between the ages of 9 and 15 (M= 11.77, SD= 1.53; Median= 13; Mode= 13). 276 (46.1%) of the 
participants were in 4th grade and 318 (53.1%) of them were in the 7th grade. CATS and a demographic form were 
group administered to the participants in a lesson hour, in 25 minutes.  
2.2. Measures 
The information regarding the age, gender, and grade of the participants was gathered via a demographic form. 
The alternative solutions participants would generate in case of conflict situations were assessed by Children’s 
Action Tendency Scale (CATS). 
 
2.2.1. Children’s Action Tendency Scale (CATS). 
 
Children’s Action Tendency Scale (CATS) was developed by Deluty (1979). It is a self-report questionnaire 
providing assertiveness, submissiveness, and aggressiveness scores. It is not a trait scale but a scale assessing how a 
child would behave in various problematic situations. CATS ascertain how a child would respond in 13 conflict 
situations. Each 13 situations are followed by a set of three alternative responses (submissive, assertive, and 
aggressive) (Deluty, 1979). These responses are given in a paired comparisons format. Thus, the combinations of 
three alternative responses are obtained (Deluty, 1979). This also prevents to obtain the assertive response all the 
time since it is socially desirable. At the end, a student can receive 2 aggressiveness points, 2 submissiveness points, 
and 2 assertiveness points maximum for each 13 conflict situations. Scores on a specific response type can range 
from 0 to 26. High scores on two specific responses result in a low score in the remaining response type. CATS 
measures three type of solutions to problem situations: assertive, submissive and aggressive. In the study of Deluty 
(1979), the reliability coefficients calculated by Spearman- Brown indicated that reliability coefficients for 
Aggressiveness, Assertiveness, and Submissiveness subscales were .77, .63, and .72, respectively. The scale for this 
study was translated and back translated and then evaluated with the help of focus groups formed by the 4th and 7th 
grade students. Expert opinions for the scale were also sought. For the current study, the reliability coefficients were 
calculated by Spearman- Brown formula, too. The results indicated that reliability coefficients for Aggressiveness, 
Assertiveness, and Submissiveness subscales were .80, .64, and .48, respectively.  
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3. Results
 
3.1. Gender and Grade Differences in Children’s Alternative Solutions to Interpersonal Conflicts 
 
Two- way MANOVA was conducted to explore the gender and grade differences with respect to the alternative 
solutions (assertive, submissive, and aggressive) generated to conflict situations, as measured by Children’s Action 
Tendency Scale (CATS). There was a statistically significant interaction effect of grade and gender on the combined 
dependent variables (assertive, submissive, and aggressive solutions), F (3, 588) = 3.54, p = .01; Ȝ= .98; partial 
Ș²=.02. When the results for each dependent variables were considered separately, there was not a significant 
interaction effect of gender and grade in terms of the assertive solutions, F (1,590) = 1.74, p=.19. However, a 
significant interaction effect of gender and grade was observed for both submissive solutions scores (F (1,590) = 
6.46, p=.01, partial K2 = .01) and for aggressive solutions scores, F (1,590) = 7.04, p=.01, partial K2 = .01 (Table 1).  
There was a statistically significant difference between males and females on the combined dependent variables 
(assertive, submissive, and aggressive alternative solutions): F (3, 588) =11.12, p = .00; Ȝ = .95; partial K2 =.05. 
When the results for the dependent variables were considered separately, there was a significant difference between 
males and females in terms of their assertive solutions scores (F (1,590) =10.52, p=.00, partial K2 = .02), submissive 
solutions scores (F (1,590) =22.76, p=.00, partial K2 = .04), and aggressive solutions scores (F (1,590) =31.36, 
p=.00, partial K2 = .05). 
Finally, in terms of grade levels, there was a statistically significant difference between 4th grade and 7th grade 
children on the combined dependent variables (assertive, submissive, and aggressive solutions): F (3, 588) =48.14, p 
= .00; Ȝ = .80; partial K2=.20. When the results for the dependent variables were considered separately, there was a 
significant difference between 4th grade and 7th grade children in terms of their assertive solutions scores (F (1, 590) 
=60.02, p=.00, partial K2 = .09), submissive solutions scores (F(1,590) =84.27, p=.00, partial K2 = .13), and 
aggressive solutions scores (F(1,590) =141.79, p=.00, partial K2 = .19).  
 
Table 1. Gender and Grade Differences in terms of Problem Solving 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Assertiveness                               Submissiveness                           Aggressiveness 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
                Source                   SS     df           MS       F       K2     Ȝ         SS       df     MS           F        K2      SS      df       MS          F        K2 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Gender           109.96  1    109.96 10.52* .02   .95*  187.43  1  187.43  22.76* .04  582.88  1   582.88   31.36* .05 
Grade             627.17  1    627.17 60.02* .09   .80*  693.88  1  693.88  84.27* .13 2635.76 1 2635.76 141.79* .19 
GenderxGrade 18.17  1      18.17   1.74   .00   .98*    53.20   1   53.20    6.46*  .01  130.81 1    130.81     7.04*.01 
                Error             6164.65  590    10.45                                  4858.14   590   8.23                      10967.35  590   18.59 
                Total        253230.00   594                                     99451.00   594              36250.00  594 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
*p<.05 
4. Conclusion 
The results of the study point out to the gender and grade differences in problem solving thinking and generating 
alternative solutions to conflict situations. According to the findings of the current study, females are more likely to 
generate assertive solutions in interpersonal conflict situations than males. These results are consistent with the 
previous findings of Deluty’s (1983) study. In addition to the gender differences, there was a grade difference, as 
well leading to the conclusion that 4th graders produce rather assertive solutions to the interpersonal conflict 
situations compared to 7th grade children. Given the cognitive development levels of children, these results might 
seem to be surprising, however, they are consistent with the literature which reports that aggressive responses such 
as peer bullying would more likely to be observed around at the age of 13 (Olweus, 1993). The results of the study 
also reminds the findings of the previous studies that adolescent females turn their anger in but males reflect their 
anger out, instead of controlling their anger (Martin, Watson, & Wan, 2000). Such anger management styles were 
reported to be closely related to the perceived problem skills by the previous studies (Demirci- DanÕúÕk & Erdur-
Baker, 2005). Therefore, it can be speculated that as adolescents get angry with regard to conflict situation they try 
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to solve their problems submissively or aggressively, that is unassertively. Therefore, children and adolescents may 
be taught how to solve their problems and conflict situations without acting aggressive or submissive. For teaching 
effective problem solving skills to children, the problem solving thinking of children and adolescents and the 
alternative solutions they generate to conflict situations may be determined first and then in individual or group 
counseling studies, they may be taught how to solve their problems the best. 
This study suffers from some limitations such as the usage of a self- report measure and the sampling method 
which is convenient. Therefore, future studies which would cross-validate the results of this study are needed. 
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